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What is Grace? 


NYONE scanning the book-shelves of a the- 
ological professor’s study might very eas- 


ily conclude that the Christian religion 

must be a very complicated and involved thing. 
And should he be in search of a clear yet simple 
answer to the question with which this paper is 
to deal, he might soon feel despair of attaining 
any satisfactory conclusion. Many thousands of 
pages have been written on what is termed “the 
doctrine of grace.” The question inevitably 
arises, has this all been necessary? Can there 
not be an answer to our question which, though 
free of all theological technicalities, will make 
clear the essential meaning of “grace”? It is the 
purpose of this paper to attempt such an answer. 
Long before the Christian era the term “grace” 
had been applied to anything that gave delight 
or joy. All things of beauty which charmed and 
delighted men were thought of as “graceful.” 
Thus we read in Greek mythology of the three 
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Graces, whose functions were to give to life a 
joyousness and beauty which should make it 
happy. Then, when Christ came, it was natural 
that those who had been blessed through com- 
panionship with Him and overwhelmed by the 
wonder of His personality, should desire to ap- 
ply to Him the highest term they knew and 
should speak of Him as “full of grace and truth.” 
Again, under the influence of growing life and 
thought, the word began to take on fuller and 
deeper meanings. It comes to mean “favour,” 
especially the favour of greatest value. It con- 
notes a favour bestowed as a free gift, e. g., “by 
the king’s grace.” Thus it pictures the “gracious- 
ness” of the one who gives and hints at the 
“gratitude” of the recipient. In its highest appli- 
cation, therefore, we can think of grace as God’s 
favour given freely to man and manifested with- 
out any regard to merit. 

Now, when we turn to the New Testament 
and read of the revelation of God through Jesus, 
we are reminded at once of another very im- 
portant point. We learn that God is spirit (St. 
John iv:24) which means that we are to think 
of Him as invisible, everlasting energy. It is im- 
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possible, therefore, to think of His “grace” as 
separable from God Himself. Grace, we may 
then say, is an attribute of God. God is “gra- 
cious” and this “graciousness” is ever manifest- 
ed in what He has done and is doing for men. In 
other words, it is through His “grace” that God 
has blessed men and made provision for man’s 
helplessness. “Apart from Me ye can do noth- 
ing” (St. John xv:5). Grace, then, does not mean 
merely “favour,” but also “help”; it expresses 
not only God’s feeling toward us, but also His 
power in us. We may, then, very properly think, 
of Grace as simply God’s help freely offered to 
us as a gift of His favour, to meet our helpless- 
ness and to empower us in our life’s struggle. 


ST. PAUL’S EXPERIENCE AND TEACHING 


heed us now see how one of the greatest of all 
Christians interpreted his tremendous ex- 
perience of God’s grace. This is necessary be- 
cause of the fact that it has been largely through 
St. Paul’s teaching that all the later formulations 
of the doctrine of grace have been developed. 
“By the grace of God I am what I am” (I Cor. 
xv:10; Gal. ii:20). This statement fully express- 
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es the fundamental conviction of St. Paul’s life. 
More particularly, the grace of God, which for 
him certainly means both His unmerited “fa- 
vour” and also His “power,” has been manifested 
and made available for him through his faith 
in Jesus. Salvation or Redemption in its broadest 
and deepest sense, is accomplished, St. Paul be- 
lieves, through the Incarnation, Death, and Res- 
urrection of Jesus the Christ. Faith in Him as the 
Risen Lord, and in God’s grace manifested 
through Him and made available by contact 
with Him, constitutes man a citizen of the Di- 
vine Kingdom. St. Paul says that we are “‘justi- 
fied” by this faith. All that this legal term means 
is, that our sins are forgiven. We are treated by 
God as if we were righteous, and thus, are given, 
so to speak, a new start and are confronted with 
a new challenge. And all of this because of God’s 
grace! All because of the spontaneous favour of 
God, which is but the expression of His ‘ereat 
love to us. Now this “grace” or favour, is freely 
offered to us through Jesus, to be received or re- 
jected. If it is received, in thankful faith, then 
the very power of God is made available for us 
and we can indeed become “a new creation.” 
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Here, at once, a very difficult problem ap- 
pears, namely, that of man’s free will. As a mat- 
ter of fact, can we reject God’s will for us? Is 
His Grace irresistible? Let us say at once, that 
it seems impossible to believe so. It is not neces- 
sary for our purpose to deal with this question 
here in detail. Let us recognize that there are 
things in our faith that are inexplicable. Faith 
would not be faith were this not so. Here is the 
problem. If God be Almighty, that is, infinite in 
power and wisdom, then His will must forever 
be obeyed. And yet, if I am a man responsible 
to Him, then I am certain that I must be free to 
accept or reject that will. Yet how I can thus be 
free and God omnipotent no man can explain 
to me. However, it is also clear that no one can 
rule his life by pure logic. Should one dare to 
make such an attempt he would be forced to 
choose between two mutually exclusive alterna- 
tives. Feeling that at all costs he must maintain 
belief in a foreordering God, he might reject 
his freedom and thus become a fatalist; or, on 
the other hand, demanding to consider himself 
as fully free he might reject any thought of an 
omnipotent God and thus constitute himself an 
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atheist. And yet, in his heart of hearts, every 
man knows that he was never meant to be a 
slave, and in spite of all seemingly irreconcilable 
difficulties, he must have his God. Facing such 
a problem, certainly the best course for a man 
to pursue, is to admit, at once, the insoluble 
mystery at the very heart of it, remembering al- 
ways that in this strange world of ours, as a 
matter of fact, the things that help us most are 
not the things we can explain, but the things 
we cannot explain. For as someone has beauti- 
fully said, man does not live by reconciling mys- 
teries; he lives by mysteries he cannot reconcile. 
He lives by things too vast for human thought 
as he lives by thoughts that lie too deep for 
tears. 

Returning now to St. Paul, it is clear, that he 
thought of his whole life as one empowered by 
the grace of God in Jesus. Nor did he ever doubt 
that he needed that power of God’s help. With- 
out it he could do nothing, with it he could ac- 
complish all things. His constant prayer was that 
others might share in it, and he closes his second 
epistle to his beloved Corinthians with the ex- 
pressed hope that the “grace of our Lord Jesus 
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Christ,” the favour and power of God won 
through faith in Him, might always be with 
them, accompanied by the love of God and the 
fellowship of His Holy Spirit (2 Cor. xiii:14). 

In the course of time, unfortunately, some 
men did attempt to maintain a position quite 
contrary to that of the great Apostle. The result 
was the development of a controversy which did 
much to confuse men’s minds and to make St. 
Paul’s simple teaching concerning God’s grace 
in Jesus, a matter of theological speculation. 
About the year 400, a British monk named Pe- 
lagius went to Rome and began vigorously to 
preach the absolute freedom of the will, and the 
full responsibility of every individual for the 
development of his life. Because he spoke in the 
heat of controversy, his teaching soon came to 
be expressed in an extreme form. God’s grace, 
he taught, was manifested in all the good gifts 
He had bestowed on man. Now the greatest gift 
God had given man was his will, to choose be- 
tween right and wrong. Man does not need the 
further gift of God’s power (grace) to fulfil his 
destiny. He is, in a word, self-perfectible. We 
can see at once that such a view does not suf- 
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ficiently account for the universality of sin. In 
fact, by the logic of his teaching, Pelagius was 
forced to believe that there must have been 
some men who had never sinned. This, how- 
ever, is manifestly contrary to the facts of hu- 
man history, and, moreover, it is false to the 
general teaching of the New Testament, and, 
particularly, directly opposed to St. Paul’s in- 
terpretation of the Gospel. 

For, briefly, St. Paul’s teaching was this. Sin 
(written with a capital letter) is a great power 
in the world. What we call sins, or transgres- 
sions, are evidences of the existence of this 
mighty power, Sin. Now, Jesus has come, sent 
by God, and by His life and death and resurrec- 
tion had destroyed the power of Sin. Those who 
are united to Him in faith receive of His grace 
and are no longer enslaved by Sin. Men still sin, 
for they have inherited, St. Paul believed, a 
bias towards evil and often their wills are weak. 
But those who are “in Christ” are no longer 
slaves to Sin; they can overcome it and become 
more than conquerors because of what Christ 
has done for them and _ still accomplishes 
through them by His grace. The individual must 
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still fight against the powers of darkness and 
evil; he still needs God’s help (grace) in the 
conflict. Our greatest enemies, moreover, St. 
Paul tells us, are spiritual. Our struggle is not 
against “flesh and blood, but against principali- 
ties, against powers, against the rulers of the 
darkness of this world, against spiritual wicked- 
ness in high places” (Eph. vi:12). For such a 
conflict only the full armour of God can avail. 
Our victory, however, is assured, for we who are 
Christ’s, possess the weapons necessary to win. 
We have God’s help, God’s power, God’s grace, 
which includes His truth, His righteousness, His 
Gospel of peace, His shield of faith, His helmet of 
salvation and the sword of His Spirit (Eph. 
vi:13-17). 

Thus we are finally led to see how comprehen- 
sive a word “grace” is. Nor can we deny its all- 
inclusive content even though we think of it 
ultimately as simply the unmerited gift of God’s 
help and power, by which He manifests His 
great love toward us. For “grace” is, in fact, the 
greatest word in the New Testament. As Dr. A. 
E. Garvie truly says: 

“When we take into account that it is ‘man- 
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kind sinners’ whom God so loves, and contem- 
plate the means by which in action and in pas- 
sion in Christ men become the children of God, 
even the word love is not enough; for love is a 
term so comprehensive that it may describe the 
personal relations of the equally worthy, but 
God’s love is of the absolutely worthy for the 
measurelessly unworthy, of the Holy God for 
sinful man; and that word which alone suffices 
is grace, and what a sublimation that word it- 
self has undergone in its New Testament use! It 
means condescension, compassion, sympathy, 
service, sacrifice; it means love stooping from 
the heights of the divine perfection, glory, bless- 
edness, to the depths of human sin, sorrow, suf- 
fering, even death, even the death of the Cross. 
There is no other word which conveys so much 
of what God is revealed to be in Christ.”* 


MEANS OF GRACE . 
UCH confusion in regard to what is usually 
termed “the means of grace” can be avoid- 
ed if we remember always that there is but one 
“kind” of grace. This has not always been kept 


* Garvie, A. E., The Christian Faith. pp. 112-113. 
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clearly in mind. It has been customary in theo- 
logical discussion, to speak of “pre-venient 
grace” (i. e., grace “going before”: “The God of 
mercy will pre-vent me” Ps. lix:10); and of 
“cooperating grace” (i. e., God’s grace working 
“with us”); and finally, of “Sacramental grace.” 
Such distinctions might easily cause one to con- 
clude that there are different forms of grace. 
This, however, is not true. Grace is always, and 
at all times, one and the same favour and power 
of God working in us. Nor should we think of 
grace as a sort of substance residing in certain 
material elements which is “conveyed” to us by 
any external act of administration. By the term 
“means of grace,” we should understand mere- 
‘ly the divinely appointed ways by which God’s 
blessings are usually bestowed. 

Now it is clear, that God’s grace can become 
available for us only as we have contact with 
Him. It is certainly true that whenever and how- 
ever a sincere man seeks God’s favour and help 
he receives of Him. This fact, however, does not 
preclude the additional truth that God has in- 
deed indicated and established certain definite 
channels through which a greater measure of 
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His Grace may be available. It is self-evident that 
God’s grace can only become a power in us when 
we are in the closest union with Him, made 
possible for us through the mediation of His In- 
carnate Son. We read in St. Luke’s Gospel that 
“The seventy returned again with joy, saying, 
‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in Thy 
name.’ And He said unto them: ‘I was watching 
Satan fall like lightning from the sky. Behold I 
give unto you power to tread on serpents and 
scorpions and over all the power of the enemy. 
Notwithstanding, in this rejoice not, that the 
spirits are subject unto you; but rather rejoice 
because your names are enrolled in heaven” (St. 
Luke x:17ff). 

Here, to be sure, our Lord is referring defi- 
nitely to what He terms the “Power of the King- 
dom.” It is perfectly correct, however, to regard 
even this “power” as a still further maniféesta- 
tion of God’s grace. In other words, our Lord’s 
meaning is that the disciples are not to rejoice 
merely because they possess this power but 
rather, because they are using the power 
which has come to them through contact with 
Him, and, thereby constitute themselves full- 
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fledged members of the future Kingdom of God. 
Now, certainly, the sacraments, instituted by 
our Lord, are the means through which we come 
into the closest possible union with Him. The 
conclusion, therefore, is inevitable, namely, that 
the sacraments instituted by our Lord Himself, 
are the divinely appointed channels through 
which the grace of God is made most abundant- 
ly available for the helplessness of man. 
Finally, it is well for us to remind ourselves 
again of how necessary it is for us to think of 
grace as not merely the “power” of God but also 
as the free gift of God’s power. “Receptiveness,” 
said George Eliot, “is a massive virtue.” It is 
not, however, a virtue greatly in evidence in 
our own age. The general spirit of our times, is 
to believe that all the finest and best things 
needful for man’s happiness are to be won 
through his own efforts and by the toil of his 
own hands. But this is not true. The noblest and 
finest things men enjoy are given him as gifts, 
to be gladly and gratefully accepted and used. 
The world of nature with all its beauty and 
glory is not the product of man’s toil. The facul- 
ties man possesses, the power of sight and vision, 
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of hearing, of imagination, are all given him to 
develop and gladly use. Again, the same truth 
is even more abundantly manifest in respect to 
the eternal spiritual blessings which are show- 
ered down upon him to make him endlessly 
happy in spite of all the stress and struggle of 
life. For God is Love, and it is the essence of 
love to give and to lavish. 

We may, therefore, think of grace, in its last 
analysis, as God’s love in action, coming to us 
as an unmerited gift, working in us, helping 
us, empowering us, proving to us beyond the 
possibility of denial, that we are in very truth 
His own beloved children. 


The Reverend Paul Stevens Kramer, Ph.D., 
is Lecturer in Systematic Theology and in 
the History and Psychology of Religion, at 
Seabury-Western Theological Seminary, Ev> 
anston, Illinois. 
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